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Wiretaps Reveal Dr. King Feared Rebuff on Nonviolence 



By BEN A. FRANKLIN 



WASHINGTON, Sept. 14 — Newly rw- 
to&Md transcripts of wiretapped lefts' 
conversations of the Rev. Dr. 
Martin Luther King Jr. show that days 
before his assassination in 1968 be wee 
■haul his standing as a dvil 
rights leader. 

He sakl he thought a planned civil 
rights inarch In Wa sh i n gton wAa 
doomed and his leadership position had 
been damaged by vandalism that broke 
out at e Memphis civil rights march he 
led in March 1968. His critics, be de- 
clared, were saying "Martin Luther 
ifwM hi deed, he's finished, his nonvio- 
Hm* Is nothing." 

The transcripts of wiretaps con- 
ducted by the Federal Bureau of Inves- 
tigation, obtained by a New York 
scbaAar, alee disclose that In 1 967 D r. 
ICina gave serious, if wavering, tjaneftd- 
«a9be to a "symbolic" campaign for 
tte Preekiency to dramatise his opooeft- 
tfcm to the Johnson Administration's 
conduct of the war in Vietnam. 

According to the transcripts, the 
F.B.I: overheard Dr. King eaplato 
laterAhat he had agreed to be deterred 
from the Presidential candidacy by his 
advisers' (ear of alienating white finan- 
cial contributors to the civil rlghtf 
cause who alao supported the war. 

; Periods of Sell-Deal* 

TbS* transcripts confirmed previous 
reports by aides and associates that 
Dr. King periodically suffered boots of. 
gkxm and self-doubt in his position as 6 
leader of tbs dvil rights movemenL 
The ojp v enation fan which Dr. King 
dbcueeed tale doubts took piece shortly 
aft m black youths participating fax a 
nonviolent inarch he led in Memphis on 
Matt* 96, 1668, broke ranks end vWb- 
daltped downtown stores. The neef day 
President Johnson, in remarks that 
were widely interpreted as a rebuke la 
Dr.Xtag, offered Federal tsrtrte w iw 
t what the President called tba 



is hr called the Poor People s Lam- 
ral#i Tbs a fte rnoon after the umk 
parted chaos tax Memphis the F.BX 
Mi seedbed a conversation fta which 
Dr 4 King, stocked and demoralised by 
IBs inability to cpntrol the young Mem- 
■fa b marchers, declared, "I think our 
Wi ddg tos campaign is doomed." 
eyed by Dr. King's death, a 
iirsik Poor People's -encamp- 
_ by thousands on the Mall hi 
ffMtoiMton was held from mid-May 
fern* June 1M. but the deeired anti- 
P* urty leg^slation-stalled kx Congress. 
Crttks "Vindicated' 
hie concern over violence in Mem- 
Dr. King was overheard e weak 
his death remarking to Stanley 
g New York lawyer end 
_i, that his critics would 
„ “vindicated." He landed 
them others in the Mac 

“ 7 Wilkins, then the i 

r the National Association fsr 
t of Colored People; 

president of the A. 

Iindntph Institute, end Repcw- 
_jvw Adam Clayton Powell, Deose- 
Sf Manhattan. Despite Mr. JUevt- 
aist&tf 



consoling denials tfcat his leader- 
lag wan on : 
Ml Pm saying is that roe RoyK_ 
t hr Bayard Rusttos end tbrt 



Vftft- 



m 



JL and there afe many of 
jfca Magmas that are tafias 
May reed in the newspepw-, —» 
Ad imCtaytxxiFDwelLfwaxxotbWto^ 
m . yauhnow, their point tor Td 

; Martto Luther King is deed; he^ 
Ii1‘ hie noDvioftencels nothing. Nt 
m to listening to it* Let's face tt, wy 
Bs ten's gr e a t public relstkns set- 
back where ray image and my laadar- 

r Ycwog, one of Dr . King- « top 
Fwtxo k now* Mayor of Atlanta, 
today In a telephone interview: 
t was really the tow period in his 
; Pm thing about Maitin, t* " 
i that Stan was one of the few 

• <*• *~Jf ! ** 
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and bis top tldM ted »nu*ht to uae the 
bureau to deatiby Dr. IQn« by. ■men* 
other tactics, clrcnlathxg trenscripcs 
rymA* fay Federal agents through mi- 
crophones hidden in hotel rooms in 
wtgefa the dvil rights leader engaged in 

i am mum I es> one mf an wH m WWAM. 



Because much of the bureau's covert 
fiks on Dr. Ring is under e court order 
that will keep its contents sealed in the 
Onited States Archives until the year 
3827, no verbatim transcripts of wire- 
tap* an Dr. King's home or office tele- 
* ms or from the secretly bugged 
d moms can be made public under 
(■b Freedom of Information Act. The 
Federal court seal was obtained in 1977 
to tbs te ftietnent of a lawsuit braxght 
fay Dr. King's former aides. 

The documents made public by Mr. 
Gexrow were the fruit of dili g e n c e and 
a stroke of scholarly luck to collecting 
material for his new book on Dr. King, 
"Bearing the Cross," to be published 
year by Morrow. Mr. Ganow, 8 
yean aftd, is the author of two earlier 
backs an the Southern Christian Lead- 
ership Conference tmder Dr. Kht. 
"Protest et Selma" and "The FJU. 
god Martin Luther King Jr." 

By focusing his requests tor the 
F.B.I. flies on tower-known King as- 
sodatos, Mr. Gexrow believes he has, 
to sows aslant, by pa sse d tfas 1977 court 
order by gaining access to traneertots 
of ri»n>i wlto when Dr. King had frt- 



Ito gather's mow fruitful r eq u ee t i 
www lor the P.B.I. file of wiretaps on 
the and office telephones of Mr. 
LovtoSB, an influential confidant of Dr. 
King. Mr. Hoover end Robert F. Ken- 
nedy. who as Attorney General gave 
initial approval to otane to wirattp Dr. 
Ktoc. kaitovwd fiwi Mr Lwrtoonwasa 




David}. Garrow 
with transcripts 
of telephone 
conVerationa of the 
Rev. Dr. Martin Luther 
King Jr., The 
i transcripttrt left is from a 
cod^eiaiUon recorded 
|*r Marl 27, 1967. 

I 
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oiunist Party, a liaison that Mr. Levi- 
son repeatedly denied before his death 
in 1979 and that Dr. King refused to be- 
lieve. 

The Levison transcripts confirm that 
even after private warnings to Dr. King 
by friendly Government officials that 
his contacts with Mr. Levison were 
being monitored by the F.B.I. and that 
charees of a "Communist connection" 
could be damaging to the civil rights 
movement. Dr. King consulted Mr. 
Levison frequently by telephone. For a 
time Dr. King sought Mr. Levlson's 
counsel through Intermediaries, but 
the telephones of the go-betweens were 
tapped too. 

Trie flies also reveal the huge cost in 



manpower and the numbing tedfum In- 
volved in the F.B.I. telephone surveil- 
lance. The Levison transcripts show 
that for more than seven years, round- 
the-clock teams of bureau p ersonnel re- 
corded and typed dp such intelligence 
as Mr. Levlson's consultations with his 
wife about New York restaurants and 
movies at which he wo ul d meet her 
after wortL 

In ah interview, Mr. Garrow said be 
had received 180,000 of transcripts and 
other documents from the F.B.I. and 
that requests for 190,000 more were still 
being p r o ce ssed. Tbs F.B.I. *■ surveil- 
lance of Mr. Levieoc, which continued 
tor a year, and a half after Dr. King's 
death, was authorized by Mr Kennedy 



and was continued by his successors as 
Attorney General, Nicholas deB. Kat- 
renbach, Ramsey Clark and John N. 
Mitchell. •» . 

The possibility of an antiwar Presi- 
dential candidacy by Dr. King was 
urged upon him by such peace activists 
as Dr. Benjamin Spock 

After months of indecision, as re- 
vealed in the transcripts, over whether 
his role as a "moral leader" required 
him to oppose the war more aggres- 
sively, Dr. King finally declared at a 
news conference in Atlanta on April 25, 
1907, that he had no interest in being a 
candidate. 

By then Mr. Johnson had already 



beetfgiven F.B.I. reports titf’Dr. Kiig’s 
confession to Ms advisers, including 
Mr. Levison, that id preserve the confi- 
dence of the political center he would 
have to avoid linking the civil right* 
movement' with the increasingly stri- 
dent and radical politics of the anti-war 
activists. 

. Dr. King was ovesheard by the F.B.L 
describing his pnpd ml Presidential 
candidacy as an effort "to punish" Mr. 
Johnson for his conduct of the Vietnam 
war by robbing him of Mack votes. 

But according to Harry C. McPher- 
son, a top Johnson aide who is now a 
Washington 2a wyer. the equivocal plan 
for i tUng-Md opposition was never re- 
garded as a threat by Mr. Johnson. 



